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The Effects of Social Comparison‘-Contingency of Reward, and Age

| of Subject on Sélf—reinforcement, Self-confidence,

-~

and Task Persistence

James M. Applefield, -West Virginia‘Coilege of Graduate Studies

.

" Social comparison theory developed through the work of social psychologist

Leon Festinger (1950,1354). . The theory was initially concermed wi?h the
¥ . -
effects of social commuq;oation upon opinioﬁ change in social groups, but it

was soon extended to include the appraisal of abilities as well as the
. . . X
evaluation of opinions. According to social comparison theory, social~-influence

prqcesses and certain kinds of competitive tehavior derive from a need for self-

oneself with other persons. The procegs of social comparison ocecurs vheh a
4

‘\

—_—

person tries to ascertain where he stands in relation to others, or in

relation to his peers,

[y

A major assumptinn of social comparison theory is that people have a need
to determine the adeguac” ~f their opinions and to accunatzly appraise their
. abilities, It is alco widely recogn&Zed that an individual's opinions and

beliefs, as well as evaluations of one'c abilitics are importang determinants of
' “

o« . i .
vehizinr., The e-nfidence to-engage in new behaviors or to accept different

" -
¥

. - ; . . ~.
¢+, 1eg emanaces from é?prmxiili‘f?story of succes8 in similar situations.
, T TN
Suceessful experiences inspire pﬁSitliElengbtétionS for future success.

[

¥-

Acenrding to Feetinger (1750, 1954), peéEle will behave in ways

|

|

|

|

|

|

|
evaluation; and the se¢lf-evaluation réauirés evaluations based on comparisons of
dcgimed *o saticfy “he need to evaluate their ‘opinions and abilitjes. In

general, + perscn hzo *wo mesns by which to make evaluations. One of these

—rd
‘ b
N £

v . .
{ ) 13 to use objective reality as a basis for evaiuation, while the other is

. ‘

5 uge snonial reallty., Vhen objective reslity is not available, people

¢ yaluate their tpinions and abilities by comparison with the opinions apd

00003
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t . .ab111ties of others (social reality). gor example, a persgnﬁmlght measure

AN

. the time requ1red to sble‘a partlcular %)roblem, but . re}t"' je‘ly little would

-

be revealed about the person's problem—sdhv1ng ablllty' y‘%éé'something was

\),}“'-p
gnown about the time required for others io solve the samg prbb&em (Festinger, v
Coy /s A ) .
1954). c Lt ¢ : S AN

A significant extension of social comﬁarison theory was provided by

s -
v x"’

R Stacy Adams (1965), who 1nvestﬂgated the?questlon of‘inequity in spcial

exchange (or felt injustice) as a possible,ekplanatory concept for the

. . . %,
dissatisfaction that is so commonplace in large organizational settings and in

. . , - ]
industry. He proposed that individuals compare themselyes to others with respect
y 1+

tQ what eacn individuel contributes to a situation (input) and what each

N

1nd1v1dua1 derives from that sltuatlon (oué%dtg In hlS discussion of inequity

’ ‘ 4

in gsocial exchange, Adams concluded that 1ngqq?ty results when input/output

ratios of the two ccmparison persons are noé,eguel, resultlng in tension that
in térm promotes behavior chenge. These behav1or Zhanges result e1ther in
%he ratios Becomdrg egual or in a h ssation of @bmparison by leaving the field
‘pdams, 1965; Adams % Jacobsen, 296#). -t 3% )

The most recent slahoration of Festinger's %heory of social comparison

. p“ocesses has been made by John Master§1(1968 1971b) Drawing heavily from

Afdams' exchange or social inequity theory, Masteég studied the effects of '
sogfah P risons ¥ young chilc er on the1r subsequent self— einforcement

. y .
behavior. ilis effort represents the first atterpt to apply social comparison
processes “o young children. . A
- “aeters broadenad the definition of social comparison to include all

cotparisons made with reFard to {he performance, preferences, or outecomes

} . : '

’znvs-As cofpunic mente) of ther person. lle dffines social compariscn
* a2 having "occurred when the ct obeservation of others or information about
v » 1‘.‘

el -
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/

their performance, preferences or experiences leads to a change in behavior,"

(Masters, 1971b). Social comparison thus may occur with respect to any aspect

”

J
of a person's behavior, or consequences thereof, that are relevant to
*

othFr peopIe (Masters, 1971b).

o -

His initial investigation ﬁéed white, middle—clggé, preschool children
. ;

who ranged in Ege from % years 10 months to 5 years 2 months. Subjecks compared

the amount of non-contingent reward (chips "worth valuable prizes") that they
A \. ’

\
received to the amount Peceived by their partner. The subjects were given

more (positiveé social comphrison), fewer (negative social comparison), or the
’
came (equsl social co™mparison) qwmber of chips as their comparison partner.

They were subsequently given the opportunity to dispense chips (0 to 4) to them-
. - E
' . A
selves after completing each of nine simple mazes. No contingency was .
' \ - ~
involved in this self-dispensirig of rewards- described by Masters (1968) as

)

self—reinforpemént.

Predictions from equity theor& were that 1) children who received
fewer rewards than their par%ner (low o? negative condition) would evidence
+the greatest rate »f self-reinforcement, 2) children who received more rewards
than their partner }hﬁfl or positive condition) would show the least-self- ' .
reinforcement, and %) children who received the same number of rewards -
33 their partner /cqﬁal condition) wouldlbe intrmediate in their self-
rcinfircement, : . .

~h of the three principal predictions wag confirmed for boys. Néga?ive

social comparison_produced\the greétest gelf—reinforceéent displayed by
male éubjects, thle preitive social comp;riéonzproduced the least self-rein~

. Y
'%“rocmnnﬂ. The ~ir's in this study also showed the-same pattern of generously

. ' N
Towarding thomsrlves Tol10Wing Merytive sutint —uonparisom;y—butunithe—the—— = = —

boys, they alco tended *o exhibit more self-reinforcement after positive soeial

{




eomparison than they did‘after‘equal social gomparison.

A replication of this study (Maeters,' 965) resulted in the same pattern
of'responseé as a function of social compaprison. It was suggested that the
hlgh and low condltlons of the experiment/representged respecbtively success or
Tallure to attain as many or more tokens [than a peer. Thus Masters (1969}~
presented the possibility of lnterpretlng and predlctlng effects of dlscrepan01es

{

‘1n.s001a1 comparison with respect to a more familiar success-failure paradigm.
) . :

£dditional variszbles having potentially sigﬂificant relationéhips to the ~

’

effects of socizl comparison have been investigated by Masters. and his colleaguee

(Masters, 1971a; 19778,»; 1973; Masters & Peskay, 1972;Peskay & M%éte%s, 197}).

PR

For example, it was‘'found that children engaged in significantly greater self-

. X , )
ré&nﬁvYUEmen%~iﬁ’Eﬁé rresence of a female experimenter than a male experimenter;

— .
and social comparison effects occurred only in the presence of male experimenters

L4 2

(Masters, 1971a). In a study designed to assess the effect of soeial comparison

on suvbsequent, tendencies to accept or reject the influehce of a model, subjects
. . .

demonstrated a- proncunced tendency to reject the model'q_behavior when they

nad received more rewards than the model, the partner in social comparison
{Vasters, 1972a). . -

fnother ctudy bv iMasters (1973) directly veiabzd to the present study ~+

1

axamined differences in self-reinforcement as a function of age of subject
. /7

r4 t ~» ¢-ntingency of the social comparison trzatment. Soeial comparison

effe. ! were observed only for younger children'(Fges 4-5), not for older

N

children (sges 7-8). There were mo dilferences related to the pdntingent

-
or nmn—atingent dispensation of rewards in the social comparison manipulation.

>

3 . 4 . 4 .
e most recent study in this area cxplored the effects of social

.

« rtaric n on 4 and 5 ’year-o0ld ClL.iidrefn’ o ratK [CTS1TLEICE, seit=ronfidernce,

and attentinn to task /Santrock » Fogg, 1974). £ difficult wooden puzzle
(Y ‘\5

. P

wac usefl to.reasnre persistence to tazsk and self-confidence following four

: ’ 00006




condTtions of socfial éomparisbn.\‘It was predicfed that negétive social , N

° v’};‘. . , : .
. It was also h}rothesized that children would éxhibit

attention to tas

ar .

less self-confidence (és measured by the child's judgement of his ability

s

’to solve the difficult puzzle) .following negative sodial comparison. As .

ren showed less efficient attention,ﬁo task and less self-

gocial rccmparifson actually persisted longer than the positive social comparison

group.

While thé¢ liferature provides evidence of social comparison effects on

preschool chiLdren'é self-rewarding tendencies, altruism, and imitative behavior,

i 3
s

no discernablpe social comparison effect has been demonstrated for older

childrén. Sikilarly, there is still uncertainty regarding the effects of
. | N ’
social comparison when mediated by contingent or non-contingent differential

reward input.| Another concern relates to the potentially’different social

.

compzarison effects manifestzd by children of different'soéigl classes., This

-

.

study 1s addrpssed to questiions derived from the above mentioned concerns,

The purppse- of the present ztudy was to evaluate the immediate effects of

an experimentally mzripulated social comparison on the subsequent ‘behavior of
2ourr-"FES blagk children 4-5 and 7-8 years of age,' The effects of four

conaLtirs of |social comparison were measured with respect to the children's

‘ ” ‘ . .
self-reinforcenent, self—d%nfiderce, and task persistence. .Also evaluated

| 8 - . : . .
were the effecks of rontingent versus non-contingent reward in the social com-

)
. Ed -

parison situation. ‘“here wsere fouy conditions of social comparison: positive,

-
i

. M
neFatve, equalx a~d nonsorial Tconfrol). £ positive Social comparison resulis

when the differdntial reward favors the target subject,\and“a negative




.

social comparison results when the differential reward favors the subject's
partner. In the equal condition, reward is the,sanmifbr both subject and
<t ]

‘ . - N * . . . . b
partner, while the control situation involves no comparison person.

7

. .‘ »
It was predicted that younger subjects would exhibit higher rates of 3self-
reinforcement than older subjects and girls were expected to exhibit higher

rates of* self-reinforcement than boys. Younger subjects receiving negati&e

social comparison were also expected to show the highest level of self-

reinforcement. TFor older subjects, however, an interaction between social
. + . -
. A . . . L
. compar1son‘cond1t10n and contingency of reward dispensation was predicted.
: . The negative non~contingent and positive contingent conditions were expected
(y . -~ . . - . -
;o result in a highér frequency of self-reinforcement than positivé 9onfcon—

.

' fingent and negative contirgent. .

‘With regard to subjects' ratings of self-confidence, it was expected that
~ " -
7
ts in the negative social comparison condition would show the least

- % e T

. s@bjac

sglf;confidence; boys would demonstrate more self-confidence than girls; and
! - s :: ’ . .
o%der subjects would demonstrate more s%rl‘f—co_nfideni thgn younger subjects.

d persist longer than‘ ..

"+ ér task persis*gnce, the prediction wa;\that bo&s
. . [ . . . .
© younger subjects. Moreoyer, it was prediéted that subjects in both the

{

* nepative non-contingent condition and the positive contingent condition
. 4

[

N T [ 4 .
w14 evor the loneest task persistence, st \
; ‘ . ’ T e ‘|
« * " |
3 . ’
METHOD . ' , e
_— vl
/ Sub.iccts were selected from two elementary schools in the Atlapta -

-~ 1

‘ ' )
public School System. Both echools served lower-SES black communitiges and

* therefore qualified for Title IV-A programs. The all black samplg con-
\' M - B N
gIstedl o U6 chiloren cqually divided between Doys and giTis, and eI

-

4 and 5 year-olds (kindebgarten and day care) and 7 and 8 vear-olds !second-grade).

s -

‘ ’ 00008
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? Three male graduate'studehts and one male undergreduate.served as'

experimenters. The white exnerlmenters ranged in age from 21 to 27 years

Id . .

and each was attlred in casual dress. -

-
~

experimehtal room where they participated in a_siﬁple picture identification
.. . ¢ few <
game. All subject-partner pairs were of the game sex.

’

[ To effect social comparison, two Same-age peers-were taken to an

The four 5001a1 comparison condltlons were produced by varying system~

-

.. " atically the relatlve amounts of chips chlldren recelved during a p1cture .

-

naming game. Chips were dispensed over a period of nine trlals forieach

qondition. 1In all condi‘ions a total of 60 chips were dispensed, aﬁa in all

V

' conditions the target sﬁbject always received 12 chips. However, thébnumber
|

« - . i ) . ] .

of chips dispensed to the partner and/or bagk into the basket of chipg varied
' . . L

accqrding to the social comparisoh coﬁdition.g'ﬁhue,in the positive acondition

»
b

Or :
45 chips were dispensed back into the basket from which the chips werﬁ
/ ’ .
b

_\ dravn. In the negative condition, the subject received 12 chips, agﬁ,the

~ gl

the sutject received 12 chips while His partner recelved 3 chips. Th§Arémaining

initially

. : 7
partner received 48 chips. In the equal condition, 12 chips werg€ given to both
sub ject and partner, with 36 ch1ps belng dlspensed back 1nto th\ basket. The :
P
control group subjects played the picture game alone. They received 12° chips
] ”~

-

and saw 48 chips dispensed back into the basket. . ,
+ rd ’ . } «

The materials for the'socia1>comparison treatment consisted of pictures

’ /

@ N ’
from the lowest level (3 years 3 mon:.s to 4 years 2 months) of the Peabody

7

. N fs
and »acn picture vac colored red, blue, yellow or brown. Both notebooks con-

'
7.

r

;

| \ .' . )

E Picture Vocabulary Test. Two sets of 10 picture plates were bound in notebooks,
; . ¢ .

I

]

|

bt the color of the picturas in one ngtebooﬁuﬁaa dis-

\' erepant from the codor of the pictures in the other notebook. This odd

1} r, N
1 - ; -
notetook made 1t PoOSS ﬁble to elicit responses (from either the subJect or

| partner, dependznr’nfbﬁnn condi tion) that would always be wrong, ihereby

) i [3

Y . 00009
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- : o

permitting the distinction between the contingeﬁt and the non-contingent

-
-

treatments. Only the positivé contingent and the negative 'contingent con-,
ditions used the notebook containing odd pictures. The other four conditions,
(positive nofi-contingent, negative non-contingent, equal and control) used

anly the one set of matching colored pictures,

* .

- - ! - . -
. Contingent social comparison ocgurred when there was a contingency relating

{

subject and partner's picture-matching responses to the amount of rewald
received. SubJects in the positive contlngent condltlon had matchlng plctures

and recelved more.chips than thelr partﬁers who had non—matchlng pictures.

»

Conversely, subjects in the negative contingent condition had non-matching

-~ e
pictures and received fewer chips than their partners, who had matching pictures.

To effect positive and negative contingent social comparison, the experimenter

’

always communicated to the partner, not to the subject, whether'or not his

- response was correct or incorrect. In the four remaining conditions, the experi-

.

of chips to the subject and partner
At the conclusion of the nine trials, the gubject and partner were asked
_who received more chipa. Then the first experimenter returned the partner -

¢ N B
to his rown, and the second experimenter.entered the experimental room to
¢ .

. o

conduct measures. for the 3 dependent variables,

“he dependent, variables were the subjects' self-confidence, self-
* {

. 0
, reinic. :ing behavicr, and task persistence. A measure of.self-confidence,
was taken first. To measure self-confidence, five piles of random puzzle
pieces from a 100 piece set were arranged on a table. The first pile con-
.
tained.only six puzzle pieces, while each succeésive pile contained an
"-’—*‘——:———‘-"‘ "-rvw——-"»'r—“*-y-»-r—q———»

.menter simply non-contingently dispensed either more, less, or an equal numbef -,

-

.
' .

inepemant of 7 pinces,  After ‘he experimonter described the 1n0r€a31ng

dit{_enlty of the © puzzles, the subiect weo asked to point to cne of the five
pizzle o that pe/she wanted. to work.

. : °

. 00010
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' -

- The measures of self-reinforcement and task persistence immediately e
followed the measure of self-confidence. Five simple mazes from the.

Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence were used as the cover

task for delf-reinforcement. A plate of 10 chips was placed behind each .

v - R

maze, and subjectsvwere instructed in the following manner, "After you do -

. each maze, you should take as many chips as you think are right. Put them

in this green bowl." . )
" : °
An extremely difficult, 11-piece wooden sphere (puzzle) was used to
measure task persistence. None of the subjects were able to solve this

T - .

puzzle. The puzzle was described to each subject and the experimenter asked

.

that each stop and tell the experimenter when he/she was tired of working
. on the puzzle. ) ] .

f RESULTS '

-

The data relevant to the three‘debendent variables studied here
. &

(self-reinforcement, self-confidence, and task persistence) were sub-

Jjected to two independent.three-way analyses of variance. In the first of

» N .
these, the primary factors were social comparison (pgﬁitive and negative),

contingency of reward dispensation (contingent and non-contingent), and age
of subject (4-5 years-old and 7-8 years-old).

'The results of these analyses revealed no significant main effeéts .
by h ! Sy

oc interactions (using a .05 level as the criterion for significance) for —
self-reinforcement, self-confidence or task persistence. There were,

however, some discernable trend: in the data. For the measure of self- ] .

13

reinforcement swimmed over the five simple mazes, positive social comparison

- - -

vielded more self#reinforcement (X' = 34.21 chips) than did negative social

». A

omparie = ‘X = 20,29 chipe)., Younger children (X = 33.04) self-dispensed-

#

«lifitly rore chips than did _the older chiléren (X = 29.46). Algo, younger

, D )
o ldeen (X = 3.08) dasplayed more self-confidence zs measured by the
Q : 7 - Ay

S - boot”




sy : 10
z 5 . + . -

< 4

. dependent measure than did older children (X =‘2.25)._ This marginal, effect’
of age with respget to self-confidence (F = 3.45, df = 1/40, p<.10) was

in the(directionXOpposite to that predicted.

3 - .
$ : ’ .

Insert Table 1 about here "

Sy o . - .

A second threo-way énaiysis of variance was then“computed with -the

following alt@rations. Two additional levels of social comparison were,

o 2 ¢

added to the existiné positive and negdtive levels, nébely an equal and a

control conditiqn. Also, the primary factoi sex-was substituted for the
. v? 4 .

.

.

primary factor contingency of reward dispensation. Thus the remaining

’ -

analysis.of variarice kas‘a 4 x 2 x 2*design with four levels of social com-

- A ] .
parison, two levels of age and two of sex. - - : ’
. ot C . .

Insert Trble 2 abowt here

- = . B N °

.

Although there were ﬁo significant main ‘effeats with respect to

» . -

Y

self-reinforcement, & onmgarison of the means ef the various levels.of “social

.
-

comprarison is instv&ciive.',@he‘means were: positive sog¢ial comparisort;

X = 24.21 chips: negati%e social bompap;sbn, X = 28.29 chips; equal social

x

co parison, X = ol W ehipsy icont vl % = 24.92 chips. "What is important

- L} -
» e

isrina* pusitive rocial comparison was related to greater -self-reinforcement.

Y. i )

A significant interac{£§n betweer age and sex was also found (P = 6.04, df =
» . "2
1/80, E<J)b). I"igure 1 indicates that y8ung males rewarded themselves more

.

> , .
than youns females, a result contrary to predictions. There was no significant

.

' “lifforence between ‘he means for older males (X = 29.37) and older females

. .

¥ . 2.4, both of which fell between the mearis produced by younger meles

-
. ’

+

<l

[y

= 0N and’yeunser females (¥ = 22.49).

' 00012 . -
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.o SN Insert ﬁig. 1 about here “ h

N
’
pYH /
H
., N

There webe two signifiqant main gffects with respect to self-confidence

namely age of subject (E‘;Q?-50, df = 1/80, p<.05) and sex of subject

L4

(F = 4,50, df = 1/80, p<.05). Young children demonstrated more self-

. con@&dence'than older crildren and boys demonstrated more self-confidenc? : s

I N *

than girls.‘ Again{)there were no significant main effectg ox interactions y

- .

_with bespect to taSk persistence. . .

~— ] * . . —

~ -

A Insert Table 3 about hers °

] . o . «

A

v L]
" Discussion - = - : -
. . ! 13 .
The present study has explored'several issues relevant to the under-

standing of social compérisdn.. Ghief among thése were thé independent varialfles wp
e > . R . s %
. (1 e of subject (4 - rfolds and 7~ 8 year-olds 2) t 3
(‘)\as sub (4 - 5 yeartolds an yaroc}),_;lnd() he %‘.& * .

. . - ‘ "w »
experimentar's continfent or non-contingent dispensation of reward. Also’ s« --'
=3 - . . -

new was the sample, which consisted of urban, Tower-socioeconomic black.
Y .

_children rather tfian the middle-socioetonomic status white children used in ’
V3 . ’

. ..
prior studies. The procedural isgue regarding the conditions (contingent or

nor—omntingepf) under .which éifferential reward is dispensed is important,

.
' L3

tince socizl comparicon may ocecur under contingent or non-contingent conditions of.

]

‘comparitive reward dispensation. ¢ Lo

¢ -

The aforementioned tacets of the pregent experiment have primary sig- ’
rificance for the self-reinforcement data. Before offering an interpretation . ’
v - N w
’ ! . I » " . g . - > ' . ’
", o tris data, however, the evidence supporting thé influence of social comparison -

~r el f=ron©idence will' be examined. Cubjects in tHe negative social contparison

conditian exhilited a reduced level of self-cenfidenge as,compared with *subjects .

- -~

/ -

B o 00013
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in a positive social ccmparison treatment. This finding closely resembles .

“ ‘the effects of repeated failure experiences on children and lends support to the

RIS

. conteéntion. that the social comparison process (positive and negative) is .

. - v o . ’ ., / .

related to the dimensign of . success and failure. ' ' .. oo ]
F) . . .

- -

Also ob§erved with respect to self—confidencé;yas’thé age-related finding-

that ybungei subjects showed higher self-confidence thap older subjects.

»

Assuming that older children exhibit greater cognitive gophistication, it can
- be expected that they will'be more realistic about their cababiiities and will

apprpéch thé choice.of puzzle to work with a more conservative stance. Thus
the older child is in a better position to consider the adequacy of the match

I3 -~ ' .

d . .
between his ability. and -the probability of success on the tasks available.

In discussing the effect of social comparison on self-reinforcement,
s ~

.. #hree broad issues will be considered. They are: (1) procedural issues,

7 - . .

r2) pppglation used’in this study, gﬂd (3) age or developmental issues. {

o con
ocial coﬁparison. Regardless of age, sex, or equitability of reward dis- .
’ pensation, self-reinforcement was always éreatér followihg positive social
comparison. %his finding for girls, as well as for.boys, is Et‘odds with .
:1e t¥Adings of previous studies. Based on predicéions from eqfiity theory
'11 1o expected that sgbjects will compensate for their smaller compérativé
rewal } 7heq;tive sodiai comparison) éy indulging in a high rate of self-

' . . . . . y_ . 3
. reinforcement. In previous studiszs, negative social compirison has been .
- N N N .

assocriated with sigrnuficantly greater gself-reinforcement than.has positive social

. i
. comparison Masters, 1968, 1959, 1971a, 1973). ‘The data from’ the present

- v

athydy, however, show a slight but nonsignificanti reversal in the tendency for

«1ildren to show self—rein#orqement following négative gocial comparison. Instead ”

pnsijive social comparison was associated wifth the greatest amoung of self- ot
e A N = : .

’ k4 \
. . p .
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reinforcement . ' j
i

The explanatlon for thls contradlctory finding may come from~seVeral
sources, One of these pertains to those feaﬁures distinguishing the prd%edures

%
used in the present study from those used Infprev1ous studies. Althougé «

Masters' basic paradigm .(1968) was followed carefully in the experiﬁéntal

[ -

manipulation of social comparison, there was a difference in the type/of

\task used. Instead of using very.simple questions that,all of the sfbjects ’

could answer, or usinginine simple mazes, theNpresent study used a very simple

prture-matching task together with the typical rewarding of chips to the partner
»

and/or to the subject. Since all subjects responded accurately when asked .
. : .
whether pr not they had rece1ved more than, less thaﬁ, op the samp number o T

‘E%(ﬁups as their partner, it can be asserted that a s001a1 comparison did in

\ fact occur. . " —_

Another very critical question concerns.the instructions and procedure

Ly which self-reinforcement was measured. Herein lies a potentially gignificant
departure from previous regearch., The crux of the difference lies in the

presenCe or absence of a stated contingency linking the simple task to the self-

d1spens1ng of chips. 1In the present study, an effort was made to bulld into

the instructions a contingency for the self-dispensing of chips. As prev1ous1y

were right, thereby designating a contingency 1inking task performance to amount
. 1

of self-reward. These instructions were equivalent to telling the sﬁbject to

take as many as he deserved. in previous research, however, the instructions

heve emphasized that the subject should take ag many as he likes, thereby expressly

-

4 .
indicating the non-contingency involved in the task. The nominal task that

provides the ocrasion for self-reinforcement was intrnded *to merely rationalize

the self-dispensing of chips. Unfortunately, it is not knowvm how the subjects

e
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A ]

. ) \ }
interpreted the instfuctions of the present study to take as many as they ) ;
K - - ) ¢ |

thought were righ*\c.,

It may be that there is virtually no difference in the way children of
the ages used in this study respond to instructions to: "take as many as you

think are right," ar "take as many as you like." Children receiving instruc-
. N c ) )
tions to take as many as they want may nevertheless translate this into some

e r

sort of decision strétegy that iegitimizes the num@ér of chips tsken in terms

of some ‘amount that is "right." On the other hand, what the child perceives as

o~

"pright" may be somewhat altered by the nature of his prior social comparison.

Thus the quality of one's standard for Jjudging éppropriape amounts of self-
e .

[ ? - ¥
reinforcement may be’ raised or lowered by social comparison.

It would be valuable to clarify the contingency aspect of the self-rein-

forcement measure. If a.distinction is to be drawn betweén the effects of

social comparison on subsequent contingent versus non ~contingent self-dispensing

-

of rewards, then it is necessafy.to assure that the subjects can ascertain .

a distinction in the instructions. In the present study, it was expected that - B

-

only tﬁe older subjects would recognize the contingency related to.the self-

.0 |

reinforearent measura. TSecause of the manner in which the contingency. was

presented to the subjects, one .cannot be certain that the older subjects fully

apprehended the instructions.
f the effects of social comparison do vary significantly as a function
of’éa,aequent contingent vergus noncontingent §51f¢dispenqiné ?f rewards,

1t harcmes 1mportant to ascerts’n tno Irequency with which these two occasions

& -

for self-r:inforcement occur in the natural envirvonment of children. Thig . 7

¥ oo

dictinntion might alzo e made in terms reinforcement that is response dependent

rather thar response independent. While occasions of non-contingent self~

rs
reinforcement are dependent upon the adequacy of some prior performance,

~.aidren develop pansonal standards for judging the merits of their behavior

00016
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and the degree of reward to self-administer. Therefore, more realistic ’ -

measures of self-reinforcement might be teken under'instruct;pns that require’
a contingency for self-reinforcement. The results of this study suggest that
€ .

soeial comparisoﬂ has not been effective in altering pattérns of clearl& stated

/
- .

contingent (response dependent) self-reinforcement! sy

Perhaps the most obvious explanation fgr the discrepanteresults cohcerning
. / - )
positive and negative ®ocial comparison,o?'self—reinforcement is to be found

/
{

/
!
!

in the differences in the respective p ations frbm which the sampies were

drawn. Cubjects is all previous resegrch have been middle-class white children

(with the exception of one.mixed s 1Z (Masters, 1971a), while the subjects in
S

.the present experimeni were lower-clia black chlldren. The psy%hological

-

/
%#scrlblng dlfferences 1n‘performance on - .

a wide variety of responses (Hess, 1970; Zigler;, 1970; McCandless & Evans, 1973).
] . / ’

Included among these are IQ test spores, measures of impulsivity, locus of

literature is replete with examples

control, self-esteem, delay of grgtification, effectiveness of reinforcérs,

¢ .

to name a'féw of the more significant ones.

.

These nuerous tehavioral correlafes of socioecondmic status strongly suggest

and concept formatlon strategles,

the importance of this variable in human behavior.

' It is therefore plausible to suggest that socioeconomic status may have a

4
1

moderatﬁng effect on the way that social comparison influenceé children's .
betavior, In view cf these consid atlons, one dlrectlon for future rese;rch
' ng*’ ve to study the effects, of gocial comparlson on a population of whlte
children from lowgr~class bagkgrounds, and/or a population of black children‘
+'rory middle-class backgroun -

i..e recults of this siydy ﬁave again,failed to reveal a soaial comparison
nffoet in olﬂeﬂ.children. us it'remains to be demonstréted in what ways,

if any, social nomparlson ontrlﬂixes significantly to the behav1or of older

ch¥ldren, The answer to is question may weil be in the power of the laboratory

/" ;00017 '
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i 16
‘ /. .
social comparison manipulation. Whereas, some preschool children may be sig-
nlflcantly 1nf1uenced by the social comparlson (dlfferential reward. input 4

occurring in a comparison with one same-age peer), children as old as 7 and 8

4

may be influenced little,.or not at all. An older subject will probably know

- . 4 \J
.

the abilities of his classmates better than will a younger subject, and the sub-

-y - *
jects and partners in this study were classmates. Thus, older subjects would
tend to be more aware of their respective abilities relative to the abilities

of their classmates, This awareness should in turn allow older subjects to

discount the brief laboratcry social comparison experience.

~

Given a social comparison. experience that is sufficiently potent, however,
t - .

oxler subjects might be influenced in a manner similar to that of younger subjects.

Several meand for increasing the potency of an’ experimentally manipulated

social comparison come to mind. One way would be to have the subject participate

in two ‘or more consecutive social comparisons with different peers, and preJ_
ferably not with claasmates. Another way would be to u?e two or more saﬁe—aée
subjeéts in the.same‘social cogparison situation.' Thig would be siﬁiier to tﬂe
procedure used to study conformity Asch, 1952, 1958: Krech: Crutchfieid %

1511 achesy, 1962 ). A third ‘method would be for the experimenter to reveal to

the sub.ett falze smme-age norms for the social comparison task.

The conclusions to be drawn from this stud¥y are tentative in nature end
L

st.ou.d be viewed with caution, it.ere is reason, howzver, to question the

. .
genera;itv of significant so¢ial comparison effects in the ccntext of the

syprerimental manipulations emplo,;¢d in the paradism for social compariseon

research;. Although consistently reported in the lite}ature, little support .

L]

was fotund in the prreaent data for greater 'self-reinforcement following negative -

¢

neial eomparison. The effects of 5001a1 compariso 3 on self-relnforcement
¢

vere marginal at best, and this was true of both age levels of sthe lower-SES

n

b1ack nubjeets( Tt appears that the effncts of an erperimental ren:pulatlon of
- . ' . e
00018
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_ social comparison are somewhat different for child}en from black, lower-SES

and white, lower-3ES backgrounds. . .

—

The compensatory self-reinforcement characteristic of negative social

comparison was overshadowed in the present study by an apparent congratulatory

effect of the positive social comparison conditions. When the gubject received

- 4‘ . » B :
more reward than his partner, self-reinforcement was increased, although \ . .

marglnally: This result is similar to that observed when suce€ss and failure axe
manipulated. After success, children tend to become more generous in the

non-contingent self-dispensation of reward (Bandura % Whalen, 1966: Mischel,
7 . . 1
" Coates, % Raskopp, 19f8: Masters, 1972b). Whether or not lower-SES black Lo

e I

children view the experimental manipulation differently than/middle-SES
white children is open to conjecture. Their 5attern of self-reinforcement

following the.Masters' paradigm for effecting social comparison does differ < .

markedly from the pgttern aof self-reinforcement shown by middle-SES white

. . B . A Y
.children. It is, hpwever, important to note that the instructions for self- -

reinforcement /contingent rather than non-contingent reinforcement) could

have mediated the fresults ohtained. Also, one may speculate that positive

surizl comparison, and the surerior reward associated with it were perceived by,

/

%be subjecis as cign of success. If.the differential positive reward «regardless

>

of the coﬁtinge ¢y of the réward dispensation) did constitute success for thesé’
subjh‘*%. +hén/on future oécasicn: ¢imilar in nature or in temporal proximiNy,
the subjects would be expectea to ge"érously dispénse self—feward.
PMinally, in view of (1) th. failure of older subjects to respona to
‘social comparicon experiences and (2) theé failure of the’equitability of
reward dispensation to affect social comparison outcomes, it seems important-"

’,

toﬁzgéxamine the process of social comparison itself. Failure of clder gubjects

-

to Le affooted by encial comparison may result fyom the inadéquacy of. the social

000 19




comparison manipulation used in this,type of research to effect subsequent

? -

behavior changes. Older subjects might be influenced by social comﬁarison only

when it occurs.as a comparison with others,

R . 1

to positive or negative social comparison, therefore, would be insufficient to

as in a norm. A single exposure

»

effect significant changgs in behavior. Th% relatively- greater cognitive

.

sophistication of olde} children may preclude the social comparison effects
" 1

obtained with younger children, at least when the identical'social compafisop
.. .-

procedure is/ﬁsed for both ages. The second reason for cohceQQ is that the

.effects of sgciai comparison couched in direct success or failure language

the contingent conditions in this study) should theoretically differ from

/ . . .
situations involving nqp—contingent*social comparison. )
14

Thus far, the evidence has not, supported this prediction. ; Further research,
’ . « .0 - /

i r.ceded to help clarify the.critical variables resﬁopsib@é fOér the presénce ,’ ' £

-

e

. . o
-or absence of social comparison effects, and for the failure Of a contingency

related to reward discrepancy to. mediate the effects of}social comp%pison.

. 13

-~ +

00020
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Table 2:

bt

Analysis of Variance,
Self-Dispensation of Chips Summed Over Five Mazes

N . % Source df MS F
. L4 13
Social Comparison (1) 1 1,33 <,1
Age (2) ‘o 1 8.33 3.45%
Equitability (3) ' 1 033 <1
I'x2 . 1 3.00 1.24
1X3 1 1,33 <1
2X3 1 5.33 2,21
1X2X3 1! .33 <1’
‘Error 40 2.42
T Total 47
*p<,10

——

§ource df MS F
Social Comparison (1) 3 485,40 2,04
Age (2) 1 17.51 o<1
Sex (3) 1 396.09 1.67

1 X2 3 68.09 <1

1X3 3 272.68 1,15
2 X3 1 1433,76 6.04%
1X2X3 3 159.63 o<1
Error 80 < 237,43
Total 95
e et e e em a ¢ o . -
%p<, 05 )

00024




( ‘e

. ’,

,- Table 3: Analysis of Vng?nég, Self-épnfidence

Source

. -

Social Cﬁmparison (15
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